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Dawn was casting spun-gold threads across a rosy sky over Sawubona Game Reserve as Martine Allen took a last look around to ensure there weren’t any witnesses, leaned forward like a jockey on the track, wound her fingers through a tangle of silver mane, and cried, ‘Go, Jemmy, go!’

The white giraffe sprang forward so suddenly that she was almost unseated, but she recovered and, wrapping her arms around his neck, quickly adjusted to the familiar rhythm of Jemmy’s rocking-horse stride. They swept past the dam and a herd of bubble-blowing hippos, past a flock of startled egrets lifting from the  trees like white glitter, and out onto the open savannah plain. An early morning African chorus of doves, crickets and go-away birds provided a soundtrack.

For a long time Martine had only ever ridden Jemmy at night and in secret, but when her grandmother had found out about their nocturnal adventures she’d promptly banned them, on the grounds that the game reserve’s deadliest animals were all in search of dinner after dark and there was nothing they’d like more than to feast on a giraffe-riding eleven-year-old. For a while Martine had defied her, but after several close calls and one terrible row with her grandmother, she had come to accept that Gwyn Thomas was right. When lions were on the hunt, the game reserve was best avoided.

Another of Gwyn Thomas’s rules was that Martine ride sedately at all times. ‘No faster than a trot and, in fact, I’d rather you stuck to a walk,’ she’d counselled sternly.

Martine had paid almost no attention. The way she saw it, Jemmy was a wild animal and it was only fair that he should have the freedom to do what came naturally, and if that meant tearing across the savannah at a giraffe’s top speed of thirty-five kmph, well, there wasn’t a lot she could do about it. It wasn’t as if she had reins to stop him. Besides, what was the point of riding a giraffe if the most he was permitted to do was plod along like some arthritic pony from the local stables?

Jemmy clearly agreed. They flew across the grassy plain with the spring breeze singing in Martine’s ears. ‘Faster, Jemmy!’ she yelled. ‘Run for your life.’ And she  laughed out loud at the heart-pounding thrill of it, of racing a wild giraffe.

A streak of grey cut across her vision, accompanied by a furious, nasal squeal: ‘Mmwheeeh!’

Jemmy swerved. In the instant before her body parted company with the white giraffe’s, Martine caught a glimpse of a warthog charging from its burrow, yellow tusks thrust forward. Had her arms not been wrapped so tightly around the giraffe’s neck, she would have crashed ten feet to the ground. As it was, she just sort of swung under his chest like a human necklace. There she dangled while Jemmy pranced skittishly and the warthog, intent on defending her young, let out enraged squeals from below. Five baby warthogs milled around in bewilderment, spindly tails pointing heavenwards.

The pain in Martine’s arms was nearly unbearable, but she dared not let go. She adored warthogs - warts, rough skin, pig ears and all - but their Hollywood movie star eyelashes didn’t fool her. In a blink of those lashes, their tusks could reduce her limbs to bloody ribbons.

‘Jemmy,’ she said through gritted teeth, ‘walk on. Good boy.’

Confused, the white giraffe started to lower his neck as he backed away from the warthog.

‘No, Jemmy!’ shrieked Martine as the warthog nipped at the toe of one of her boots. ‘Walk! Walk on!’

Jemmy snatched his head up to evade the warthog’s sharp tusks, and Martine was able to use the momentum to hook her legs around his neck. From there, she was able to haul herself onto his back and urge him into a  sprint. Soon the warthog family was a grey blur in the distance, although the mother’s grunts of triumph took longer to fade.

Martine rode the rest of the way home at a gentle walk, a rueful smile on her lips. That would teach her to show off - even if it was only to an audience of hippos. At the game reserve gate, Jemmy dipped his head and Martine slid down his silvery neck as though she was shooting down a waterslide. That, too, wasn’t the safest way of dismounting, but it was fun. She gave the white giraffe a parting hug, and strolled through the mango trees to the thatched house.

In the kitchen, brown sugar-dusted tomatoes were turning to caramel in the frying pan. Martine’s nose wrinkled appreciatively. She was starving. Six days a week her grandmother served up boiled eggs and toast, with the occasional bowl of cornflakes as light relief, but on Sundays and special days like this she made up for it by cooking delicious brunches or roasts or allowing Martine to go for a campfire breakfast on the escarpment with Tendai, the Zulu game warden.

Martine took off her boots on the back stoep and stepped inside barefoot. ‘’Morning, grandmother,’ she said.

‘Hello, Martine,’ Gwyn Thomas said, closing the oven and standing upright. She wore a red-striped apron over a denim shirt. ‘Wash your hands and come take a seat. Did you have a nice ride? Did Jemmy behave himself today?’

‘Jemmy was an angel,’ Martine responded loyally,  thinking: When does he ever not behave himself? It wasn’t his fault if the warthog had woken up on the wrong side of her burrow.

There was a polite knock at the door.

‘Ah, Ben,’ said Gwyn Thomas with a smile, ‘good timing. Breakfast is almost ready. Come and join us.’

‘Thank you, ma’am,’ said a clear young voice.

Martine turned to see a half-Zulu, half-Indian boy entering the kitchen a little shyly. He wore an army-green vest, heavy brown boots and ragged jeans - the only pair he owned since turning his others into shorts during an island adventure a little over a month earlier. He had glossy black hair and skin the colour of burnt honey and, though very slim - some might even say thin - he was sinewy and strong.

He rinsed his hands at the sink and sat down at the table. ‘Have a bit of trouble with a warthog this morning, Martine?’ he teased. ‘You and Jemmy left skid marks all over the bush. The ground was so torn up it looked like the starting grid of the East Africa Safari car rally.’

‘What happened?’ demanded Gwyn Thomas. ‘Were you going too fast, Martine? You know very well that you’re expressly forbidden to gallop Jemmy. I won’t have you breaking your neck on my watch. Ben, did the tracks show that she was going very fast?’

Martine glanced quickly at Ben. She knew that he knew she’d be in big trouble if she was caught racing the white giraffe, but she was also aware that he never lied about anything. Nor would she expect him to. She braced herself for a scolding and a temporary ban on  riding Jemmy. Just her luck. And on the first day of the school holidays, too.

‘I think . . . ’ Ben shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

Her grandmother put her hands on her hips. ‘You think what? Out with it, Ben.’

‘ . . . I think the toast is burning,’ Ben said brightly.

Gwyn Thomas jumped up and seized the smoking grill pan, blowing on it to put out the flames licking at the four bits of charcoal that had once been bread. Just then the oven timer started beeping to indicate that the mushrooms were done and Martine noticed the tomatoes were starting to smoke. By the time they’d managed to rescue their charred breakfast, make more toast and hastily scramble a few eggs to go with it, her grandmother appeared to have forgotten about Martine’s dangerous riding.

Ben distracted her further by relaying a warthog story Tendai had told him that morning, about an apprentice hunter he’d met during his game ranger studies. One afternoon the young hunter decided to entertain the other apprentices and demonstrate his bravery by tormenting a warthog in a game enclosure just for the fun of seeing her riled. He planned to hop over the fence if she came after him.

‘Only problem was, the fence was electric!’ reported Ben with a grin. ‘The hunter was hanging on for twenty minutes, sort of sizzling, before she got bored and went away.’

Martine, whose arms still ached from her own encounter with an exasperated warthog, laughed, but  not quite as hard as her grandmother.

‘What do the two of you have planned for the holidays?’ asked Gwyn Thomas, pouring them each a glass of paw paw juice. ‘Apart, Martine, from riding the white giraffe very, very slowly.’ She gave her granddaughter a meaningful glance, indicating that she hadn’t forgotten what Ben had said but was prepared to let it go just this once.

Martine smiled gratefully. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘I’ll be riding so slowly that even tortoises will overtake us.’

When she wasn’t doing that she was hoping to brush up on her bushcraft skills and paint watercolours of the animals in Sawubona’s sanctuary, a hospital and holding area for injured wildlife and new arrivals to the game reserve.

Ben, meanwhile, had his parents’ permission to spend almost the whole holidays at Sawubona, studying under Tendai as an apprentice tracker.

When Martine first met Ben, he’d been almost completely silent, never speaking a word to anyone but her and his parents. Most kids at school had believed he was dumb. Some still did. But at Sawubona he seemed to really enjoy chatting to Tendai, Gwyn Thomas or anyone else who happened to be around.

As she listened to him describe his morning in the reserve, Martine absent-mindedly speared the last few potatoes on her plate and took in the scene in the kitchen. Eight months ago, her mum and dad had been killed in a fire in England on New Year’s Eve and she’d been shipped like a parcel off to Africa to live with a  strict grandmother she hadn’t even known existed. For the first month or two Martine had been convinced she would never be happy again. Yet here she was sitting contentedly at the breakfast table with that same grandmother who, after a rocky start, had become one of her very favourite people, and with Ben, her best friend in the world apart from Jemmy.

Through the open doorway Martine could see zebras splashing around the distant waterhole. She would never stop missing her parents, but it definitely helped that her new home was one of the most lovely game reserves in South Africa’s Western Cape and that she could ride through it on her own white giraffe and get close enough to zebras and elephants to touch them. She preferred the weather in Africa too. It was early but already the sun was spilling orange across the kitchen tiles and Shelby, the ginger cat, was stretched out in its warmth.

The telephone trilled loudly, making them jump. Gwyn Thomas checked her watch and frowned. ‘It’s barely seven o’clock. I wonder who’s calling us so early on a Saturday morning.’

She went into the living room to answer it. Evidently the line was a bad one because she had to speak very loudly.

‘Sadie!’ she cried, her voice carrying clearly. ‘What a lovely surprise. How nice to hear from you. How are things at Black Eagle Lodge . . . ? Oh, no. Oh, surely not. I’m very sorry to hear that. Well, if there’s anything I can do, don’t hesitate to let me know. Excuse me? Oh. OHHH . . . !’

Ben and Martine looked at each other, and Ben raised an eyebrow. ‘Sounds like trouble,’ he murmured.

‘Uh, uh, yes, I understand,’ Gwyn Thomas was saying. ‘No, no, it’s not an imposition. Please don’t think that for a minute. In fact, the timing couldn’t be better. We’re on our way. Try not to worry. We’ll see you very soon. Take care of yourself in the meanwhile.’

There was the sound of the receiver being replaced, followed by a long silence. When she returned to the kitchen, Gwyn Thomas’s face was sober. ‘Martine, Ben,’ she said, ‘I’m afraid you’re both going to have to put your plans on hold. Martine, we leave first thing in the morning. We’ll be gone for a month. We’re going to Zimbabwe.’
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Martine stared at her grandmother uncomprehendingly. ‘Zimbabwe? What? Why? No, I can’t leave Jemmy. I just can’t. It’s the beginning of the holidays.’

‘I realize it’s a bit of a bolt from the blue and I’m incredibly sorry,’ said Gwyn Thomas, putting her hand on Martine’s shoulder. ‘It hurts me to disappoint you both. I know how you’ve looked forward to this time. I wouldn’t entertain the idea of tearing you away from Jemmy or Sawubona if I could see any way of avoiding it. It’s just that Sadie, one of my oldest and dearest friends, has had an accident and she desperately needs our help.’

‘Do you mind if I ask what happened?’ asked Ben. He  was just as crushed as Martine but was doing a better job of hiding it.

‘Not at all,’ replied Gwyn Thomas, sitting down and pouring herself another cup of coffee. ‘Sadie runs a hotel called Black Eagle Lodge in the Matobo Hills in Matopos, one of the most remote regions of Zimbabwe. Matopos is famous for its extraordinary rock formations - great boulders that balance on top of one another - and also for its history. Many people believe that the lost treasure of Lobengula, the last king of the Ndebele people, is buried there.

‘Unfortunately, a week ago Sadie slipped and broke her leg very badly. She has a plaster cast from her ankle to her thigh and is hobbling around on crutches. Zimbabwe is going through a hard time and life is very difficult for people there, what with crop failures and political problems. Last month Sadie had to lay off most of her staff. This accident means she’s struggling to cope. Black Eagle used to be a popular riding centre, but now Sadie has only one man to exercise the horses and nobody to do the cooking or cleaning if any guests do show up. I thought that since Martine is a good giraffe rider and I’m a reasonable cook, it might be nice if we eased her workload for a month.’ She gave Martine an appealing glance.

Martine pretended not to see it. She sat silently in her chair, arms folded, tears burning the back of her eyes. It seemed as if everyone and everything was continually conspiring to take her away from Jemmy. If she wasn’t getting stranded on desert islands or being banned from  riding him, then poachers were trying to steal him. And now this. She couldn’t recall hearing her grandmother even mention Sadie before, but all of a sudden she was claiming that Sadie was one of her oldest and dearest friends. Why couldn’t Sadie find someone nearby to help her out? Zimbabwe was hardly down the road. It was over a thousand miles away.

There was no doubt that the Matobo Hills sounded intriguing, what with exotic rock formations and the Ndebele king’s missing treasure, and she’d always longed to ride a horse, but given a choice she’d rather stay at Sawubona with Jemmy.

Ben, who knew how much it meant to Martine to be with her precious white giraffe, said, ‘Is there anything I could do? I mean, maybe I could take Martine’s place and come to Zimbabwe and do some work around the retreat. I’ve never ridden a horse before and I’d have to ask my mum and dad, but I’m sure I could learn, or at least feed the horses and muck out their stables or something. Then Martine could stay here and be with Jemmy. Umm, that is, if you’d like me to . . . ’ His voice trailed away.

‘Ben, that’s extremely generous of you, but Martine can’t possibly stay here on her own,’ Gwyn Thomas told him. ‘Tendai’s much too busy to take care of her. And I’m not sure that your mum and dad would want you coming with us to Zimbabwe for four weeks - not to such a remote area. But if they do agree, we’d love you to have you with us, wouldn’t we, Martine?’

Martine was torn. She didn’t want to leave Jemmy, but  nor did she want Ben going off on an adventure without her.

‘Martine,’ said her grandmother warningly. ‘Remember your manners. We’d love Ben to come to Zimbabwe with us, wouldn’t we?’

‘Ben knows that without me having to say it,’ muttered Martine.

Normally Gwyn Thomas would have told her off for being so rude, but under the circumstances she just sighed. ‘Martine, the last thing I want to do is make you unhappy or take you away from Jemmy. But I’m really worried about Sadie. I had the feeling that—’ She hesitated. ‘Maybe it’s my imagination.’

‘What?’ Ben pressed.

‘It’s probably nothing, but I had the feeling that there was something Sadie wasn’t telling me. She’s the proudest, most independent woman I know, yet she practically begged me to help her. That’s not like her at all. It made me wonder if something else is going on behind the scenes.’ She took Martine’s hand. ‘I just feel she needs us. Do you understand?’

What could Martine say? Her grandmother had done so much for her.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, giving Gwyn Thomas a hug. ‘It’s a bit of a shock, that’s all. Of course I understand. I’ll miss Jemmy terribly but it’ll be great to see another country, especially if we can help Sadie and ride a few horses at the same time.’

‘Wonderful,’ said her grandmother with evident relief. ‘In that case we should start packing immediately. We’ll  make a holiday of it. It’s a long drive so we’ll break it up with a night or two at Rainbow Ridge and other attractions along the way. Come with me, Ben. Let’s call your mum and dad.’

She gave Martine’s hand a squeeze. ‘It’ll be fun, I promise.’
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Martine kept a smile on her face until her grandmother and Ben had left the kitchen. Then she walked out of the house and along the sandy track leading to the animal sanctuary, sat down beside the run housing two orphaned caracal kittens, and burst into tears.

She really did understand why her grandmother wanted to go to Zimbabwe to help a friend in need; she was quite sure that if she had a friend who was hurt or in difficulty, she’d react the same way. She just didn’t see why she should have to go to the Matobo Hills as well. It wouldn’t be so bad if Ben was allowed to join them, but if she had to be without both of her best friends for four whole weeks it would feel like a life sentence. Surely there was someone she could stay with right here in Storm Crossing. Someone like . . .

Martine stopped feeling miserable immediately. Why hadn’t she thought of it sooner? She could stay with Grace, Tendai’s aunt. Grace was a sangoma, a medicine woman and traditional healer with Zulu and Caribbean origins. Since she’d arrived in Africa, Martine had had a  special relationship with her because it was Grace who’d first told her that she had a secret gift which would shape her destiny. ‘The gift can be a blessin’ or a curse. Make your decisions wisely,’ was her advice to Martine only hours after she’d got off the plane from England.

The gift was a mystery even to Martine. She knew it had something to do with healing, and with a Zulu legend which said that the child who could ride a white giraffe would have power over all the animals. However, Martine, who’d recently been stung by a bee, and whose arms were still sore from the incident with the warthog, was quite sceptical about that particular detail.

Twice her future had been eerily mapped out on the wall of a cave. The paintings were hidden deep inside the Secret Valley, the white giraffe’s sanctuary. On each occasion they’d made sense only after something had happened to her.

‘That’s not fair,’ Martine had complained to Grace. ‘If the San Bushman knew so much about my destiny, they should have made their paintings a lot easier to read. That way, I could avoid any bad stuff happening to me. For instance, if I’d known what was going to happen on the ship in June, I would have refused to set foot on it.’

‘Exactly,’ Grace retorted. ‘If you could see your future, you’d only choose the good stuff, the easy stuff. Then you would never learn and never experience the important things in this world because oftentimes they’s tha hard things. If you’d never gone on that boat, where’d those dolphins be now?’

‘Ohhh,’ said Martine. ‘Oh, I see what you mean.’ Martine loved being around Grace, who was wise, funny, and full of fascinating knowledge about African medicine. She liked Grace’s eccentric house, which had chickens wandering in and out, and she especially liked her banana pancakes. The only thing about staying with Grace was that Gwyn Thomas would probably return from her travels to find her granddaughter three times heavier than when she left. Then again, she might see that as a positive because she and Grace were always trying to fatten Martine up.

The more Martine considered it, the more of a good idea staying with Grace seemed. Grace was Gwyn Thomas’s closest friend in Storm Crossing and she saw no reason for her grandmother to disagree. All that remained was to convince Grace herself.

The plan had hardly finished forming in Martine’s mind when a voice with a pronounced Caribbean twang declared, ‘I was jus’ drinkin’ tea with my nephew when I hear this terrible weepin’ and wailin’. I says to myself, there ain’t no reason for a chile, livin’ on Sawubona under God’s sweet sun, to be cryin’ like the world is gonna end at midday. Let me see what’s goin’ on. And now I find ya smilin’ and wit’ mischief in your eyes. What’s up wit’ you, chile?’

The sangoma’s sudden appearance at the exact moment she was thinking of her had the effect on Martine’s mood of sunshine bursting through storm clouds. ‘Grace!’ she exclaimed, jumping up to embrace her. ‘I was just thinking about you.’

Grace sank down onto the bench beside her. Usually she wore traditional dress, but today she was in a vivid pink skirt and top with a purple headscarf and matching purple shoes, an outfit made all the more eye-catching because Grace was a woman who’d indulged in many of her own pancakes. She looked at Martine expectantly.

Martine explained about her grandmother’s Zimbabwe trip, ending with a heartfelt, ‘Grace, I wanted to ask you a favour. Is there any chance I might be able to stay with you for a month?’

Grace was silent for so long that butterflies started to flutter around Martine’s stomach. Surely Grace wasn’t going to reject her? Finally the sangoma said, ‘You can stay wit’ me any time, chile, but not this time.’

Martine was taken aback and a little hurt, but having come up with the perfect plan she was not about to give up on it. ‘I know four weeks is a long time, but I’ll be as good as gold,’ she promised. ‘You’ll hardly notice I’m there. I don’t even need a bed. I can sleep on your sofa or your grass mat.’

But Grace’s next words stopped her in her tracks. ‘And what about the message from the forefathers. Ya goin’ ta ignore that?’

‘What message?’ Martine began, and then it came back to her. In June she had been walking along a beach with her grandmother, Ben and his mum and dad, when she’d seen a leopard drawn in the sand. The image was so crisp and detailed, with even the whiskers and spots meticulously drawn, that it could only have been there a matter of minutes. And yet apart from a couple of  fishermen unloading their catch in the distance and her friends, who’d gone on ahead, the beach was empty. She’d called Ben to come and see it, but in the split second her back was turned a wave had washed the sand smooth.

Martine could still remember the chill that had come over her when she realized the drawing had vanished, almost as if it had been meant for her eyes only.

The same chill went through her now. ‘How could you possibly know about the leopard? I was the only person who saw it.’

‘You must go to Zimbabwe,’ Grace continued as if Martine hadn’t spoken. ‘What will be is already written. It is your destiny.’

Martine tried to decide whether the knowledge that none of the morning’s events had been random - not the phone call, Sadie’s accident, Grace’s sudden appearance, not even, in all probability, the incident with the warthog - that it was all connected in some way, was comforting or infinitely creepy.

A gust of wind blew and two feathers floated out of the owl’s cage. They twisted in the breeze and came to rest beside the bench, one lying across the other in the shape of the letter X. Oddly enough, they were not spotted and tawny like the owl himself, but jet-black and gleaming. Almost, Martine thought later, like the feathers of an eagle.

At the sight of the feathers Grace became extremely agitated. She seized Martine’s arm. ‘That boy,’ she said urgently. ‘The quiet boy, the Buddhist.’

Martine was startled. ‘Ben?’

‘Yes, yes, that one. You know now he is part of your story. You are bound together. When you journey to Zimbabwe, arl the time you must stay together. Any time you be separated, danger will follow you.’

Martine was used to finding Grace’s predictions and warnings difficult to fathom, but this request struck her as both unreasonable and unrealistic. ‘It’s impossible for us always to be in the same place,’ she told Grace. ‘Ben likes to spend lots of time on his own, and he’s always going off tracking. And anyway, his parents might not even allow him to come to Zimbabwe.’

But Grace was adamant. ‘You must stay together,’ she insisted. ‘You must.’

Martine leaned back against the bench and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, Grace was putting the feathers into the leather pouch she wore around her neck.

‘What does all this mean, Grace? Will I ever be able to have a normal life? I mean, I’m glad I have my gift, even if I don’t exactly know what it’s for, and I want to be able to heal as many animals as I can, but it would be nice if I could have just one school holidays where I could relax and read books and ride Jemmy and do the things that other kids do.’
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